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THE CHURCH AND THE SACRAMENTS 
(Author- Karl Rahner) 


1. Introduction 


The abiding grace of God still poured out to the 
hearts of the faithful even in the 21st century which 
is enhanced with information technology. This 
miracle happens through the Holy Sacraments, 
instituted by Jesus Christ. All these sacraments are 
entrusted to the Church by Christ. That is the reason 
why the classical definition states that the 
sacraments, the efficacious and visible signs are 
entrusted to the Church by Jesus Christ. Here we are 
going to explore the understandings of Karl Rahner 


on the Church and the Sacraments. 


What is the relation between the Church and the 
Sacraments? It is a confusing question to many of 
the Christians, students and many teachers of 
theology. Karl Rahner finds a simple solution this 
problem by explaining the Church as_ the 


fundamental sacrament on the basis of the belief that 


the Church is the mystical body of Christ. Therefore 
according to him this is the source of all sacraments. 
He defines sacraments in terms of Signs. These signs 
bring the divine presence among us. This 
understanding on the sacraments gives a reasonable 
account of the origin and significance of sacraments. 
The book entitled, The Church and the Sacraments 
opens a new door for ecumenical discussion and 


enables the theologians to think out of the box. 


This academic paper is prepared as part of Letture 
and it is an attempt to read and study the said work 
of Karl Rahner. The book The Church and the 
Sacraments is written in simple language through 


which complicated concepts are presented. 


2. Summary and Analysis 


The entire book is divided into two parts. The first 
part deals with the topic “ The Church as the Church 
of Sacraments” and the second part deals with the 
topic “ The Various Sacraments as Acts in which the 


Nature of Christ is Fulfilled”. The summary of each 


part is given below in detail in order to come up 


with a fruitful evaluation on the book. 
2.1. The Church as the Church of the Sacraments 


The Church is the mystical body of Christ. 
Therefore the Church itself symbolizes the 


sanctifying act of Jesus Christ. 


2.1.1. The Church as the Fundamental 

Sacrament 

Christ is the historical real presence of God's mercy 
and love in its definitive victory. Therefore he is at 
once reality and sign: Sacramentum and_ res 
Sacramenti. It is through the Church that the 
continuation and the abiding presence of Christ in 
the world are made 

possible and it is done by Christ himself. Therefore 
the Church receives its sacramental structure from 
Christ and this structure is historically perceivable in 
space and time. Thus the Church is the prime 
sacrament (Ursakrament). She cannot be an empty 


sign, since she is permanently united with Christ. 
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According to Karl Rahner the church is not merely a 
religious institution to meet the religious needs, 
because it is not the primary purpose of the same. 
Apart from this mundane understanding on the 
Church, the Church has to be understood as the 
mystical body of Christ. It is through the Church 
Christ establishes the spiritual welfare of the people 
of God.! Then here arises another question of the 
relation between the Church and the people of God. 
This relation shall not be understood as the juridical 
organization. He says that the Church is not a 
juridical organization.? A sate is with a common 
history, territory, historic mission and civilization 
etc... We can find this same relation in the case of 
the Church too. But one exception that can be found 
here is that the human nature is divinized by Jesus 
Christ and this divinizing process is being continued 
in the Church. God sees all human beings as 


brothers and sisters of his incarnate son. This 


' Karl Rahner, The Church and the Sacraments, 9,( Great 
Britain: Burns & Oates, 1986)11. 
> Rahner, The Church, 12. 
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hypostatic union between God and Man is present in 
the Church. The transcending nature of the Church 
goes beyond the secular meaning of “state.” It means 
that the Church is more than that of an eternal 
welfare institute rather it is the continuation of the 
redemptive work of Jesus Christ. It is through the 
Church Christ is embodied in the contemporary 
world. Therefore the Church is the fundamental 
sacrament. The Church is the official presence of the 
grace of Christ in the public history of the one 
human race.*It means that the Church promulgates 
the grace of Christ in the present world. Therefore it 
is true to state that the Church is the fundamental 


sacrament. 


2.1.2. Explanation of the Sacramental Structure 
of the Church and its Actualization in the 


Seven Sacraments Generally 


Here we will see how the sacramental structure of 


the Church is explained and actualized in the seven 


3 Rahner, The Church, 19. 
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sacraments. Karl Rahner has explained the said topic 
under two sub headings; a). Various levels of the 
Church’s activity, b).The actual fulfillment of the 
Church’s essence as the sign of an individual’s 
sanctification. Now let us see the content of each 


topics. 
2.1.2.a) Various levels of the Church’s Activity 


The Church is not a mythical entity. It is a 
community of spiritual persons. The various 
activities of the Church were primarily focused on 


the mission of Christ. 


2.1.2.b) The Actual Fulfillment of the Church’s 
essence as the sign of an_ individual’s 


sanctification 


The essence of the Church is fulfilled in the 
sanctification of its members. If it is true to say that 
the Church as the continuance of Christ’s presence 
in the world, is the fundamental sacrament of the 
eschatological triumphant mercy of God, then 


salvation is offered and promised to the individual 
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by his entering into positive relation to the Church.* 
The response of the individual is important here. It is 
through the sanctification of the members of the 
Church, the fulfillment of the essence of the Church 
is made visible. Therefore when it is stated that the 
Church is fundamental sacrament of Christ, I t 
means that the redemptive grace of Christ is fulfilled 
in the members of the Church by sanctifying the 


individuals. 


2.1.3. The Nature of Sacrament in General, 
Viewed in Relation to the Church as 


Fundamental Sacrament 


This paragraph deals with nature of sacrament in 
general. Here Rahner explained the topics such as 
Opus  Operatum, The reviviscence of the 
Sacraments, Sacramentum and Res Sacramenti, The 
Way the Sacrament cause grace, The Institution of 
the Sacraments by Christ, Sacramental and personal 


piety and so on. 


4 Rahner, The Church, 21. 
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2.1.3.a) Opus Operatum 


Opus Operatum generally means that grace is 
conferred on the recipient through the positing of the 
sacramental sign itself, and neither by the merit 
(holiness) of the minister nor that of the recipient is 
causally involved (Denzinger 849,850f.).° It means 
that God has made the sacraments as the visible 
signs of His Grace once and for all. But the Church 
also teaches that the active disposition of the 
recipient very relevant in receiving grace (Opus 
Operantis).It means that the recipient receives grace 
only when he or she consciously take part in the 
sacrament. So where is the real difference between 
the Opus Operatum of the sacraments and these 
other instances of grace being conferred, which we 
do not call sacraments?° Here we can observe that 
the said explanations of Opus Operatum leave 
difficulties in differentiating Opus Operatum from 


Opus operantis. Because in one case as it is stated 


> Rahner, The Church,25. 
© Rahner, The Church,27. 
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above the personal disposition is required whereas at 
the same time grace is already guaranteed. Karl 


Rahner solves this problem. 


2.1.3.b) The Reviviscence of the Sacraments’ 


Here Karl Rahner speaks about the reviviscence of 
the sacraments. It means that the efficacy of the 
sacraments which is actualized in signs through the 
process of signification, because the sacrament 
brings with itself the thing signified. The 
reviviscence of the sacraments is therefore simply a 
property that accompanies their character of being 
each an Opus Operatum. And Opus Operatum is 
only the plainest expression in the catholic dogmatic 
theology to affirm that God gives his grace to 


humanity. 


2.1.3.c) Sacramentum and Res Sacramenti 


This title deals with the duality of sign and what it 
signifies. Precisely this duality has in fact been 


indicated in the Church. 


7 Rahner, The Church,33. 
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2.1.3.d) The way the sacraments cause grace 


The Church is the continuation and the abiding 
presence of Christ in the world. This abiding 
presence is made visible to the human sense 
experience through the visible signs- Holy 
Sacraments. Human brain requires data to analyze 
and to generate concepts for establishing true 
knowledge. In this case a rational understanding of 
the invisible and eternal presence of God and His 
grace are possible only through the signs. These 
signs bring human mind beyond their limits. It is a 
long discourse in which Rahner speaks clearly on 
the way how the sacraments cause grace. The 
Church is the inner symbol of God's grace and this 
grace in given to the people of God through the 
Sacraments. It is how grace renders itself present 
even today. The sacraments are self-fulfillments of 
the Church, actualizations of the Church in relation 
to the individual man.* Their efficacy is that of the 


inner symbol. This kind of causality suffices; one 


8 Rahner, The Church,40. 
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satisfies the Church's definition that the sacraments 
are "causes" of grace if one holds fast to this: that on 
the administration of the sacraments, grace is given 


"because of" the sacramental sign.” 


2.1.3.e) The Institution of the Sacraments by 
Christ 


In the strict sense it is not easy to substantiate the 
institution of all sacraments in the Words. In the 
case of matrimony, priestly ordination, anointing of 
the sick, and confirmation, one cannot prove their 
sacramentality that is their institution by Christ, by 
appeal to such an explicit word.!° It means that there 
is no valid evidence whether Jesus has established it 
historically, but the tradition of the Church grants its 
validity. That is why the sacramentality of these rites 
° William A. Van Roo, S.J., The church and the Sacraments, 
(Gregorian University:Rome, Italy)162. 2571-Article Text- 
3808-1-10-20120912.pdf. 

'° Rahner,44.- For one is demonstrating that from what Jesus 
Christ said in so many words, provided the whole of what he 
actually said is taken at its full value, the sacramentality of 
holy order and matrimony can be recognized, and that for that 


very reason an explicit explanation by Jesus himself is not at 
all possible and therefore need not necessarily be postulated. 
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can be shown from the teaching on the Church as 
prime sacrament. It shows that for example, even 
though Jesus established a ministry in the Church (as 
we see that in the form of Holy Order now), no word 
his concerning its sacramental nature has been 
handed down to us. As it is stated before the 
guarantee for the sacramental nature is handed down 
to us through the Church. By the fact that Christ 
immediately instituted the Church and therefore the 
sacraments are already instituted by Christ 


immediately. 


2.1.3.f) Sacramental and Personal Piety 


If we view the sacraments as acts in which the 
Church accomplishes her nature as the sign of the 
eschatological presence of God’s grace in Christ, 
we also understand more easily ho in the process of 
sanctification of the individual, sacramental event 
and personal event penetrate and mutually 


presuppose each other, without coinciding 
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completely.''_ Rahner finds an answer to this issue 
by focusing more on faith. He establishes logical 
relation between the Church and the society in terms 


of faith. 


2.2. The Various Sacraments as Acts in Which 
The Church’s Nature is Fulfilled 

The ecclesiological aspect of the sacraments as 

events in the individual’s sanctification. 

Now we are going to deal with the second part in 

which Rahner explains the various sacraments as 

acts in which the nature of the Church is fulfilled. 

This part mainly elucidates the ecclesiological 

aspect of the sacraments as events in the individual’s 

sanctification. 


2.2.1. General Considerations 


It is clear from the above descriptions that the 
Church is not a mere institute for eternal welfare, 
administrative powers that God happened to entrust 


to her, but which he might just as well have given to 


"! Rahner, The Church,74. 
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another minister. According to Rahner the Church is 
the sign of the presence of the grace of God in the 
world, because Christ continues his presence in 
history through her and it is rather the sign of grace 
which is present and victorious. '? Again he 
substantiate that grace is given solely through the 
sacrament without intervention of personal decision. 
He introduces each sacrament in terms of the 
dispenser of grace. Some of his ideas are explained 


in the following sub points given below. 


2.2.2. The Eucharist 


Eucharist is the real presence of the Body of Christ 
and therefore the celebration of Eucharist is an 
absolutely central even in the church. According 
Rahner communion is a deeper incorporation into 
the mystical Body of Christ, because the redeemer 
has left his real Body to his Church, through which 


he wished to have all Christians joined together 


2 Rahner, The Church,80-81. 
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(Denzinger 873a,875). '3 St. Thomas Aquinas 
regards Eucharist as the sacrament of the unity of 
the Church. Therefore Rahner concludes by saying 
that Church fills the members with all grace. 


2.2.3. Baptism 


After a long discourse on Eucharist, Rahner moves 
towards one of the non repeatable sacraments, i.e. 
Baptism. Baptism is the sacrament of incorporation 
in to the Church. Therefore it is known as the 
sacrament of initiation. It is the reason why the 


baptismal character plays a vital role. 


2.2.4. Confirmation 


Rahner find root of confirmation in the Acts of the 
Apostles where it is made clear that the spirit 
conferred by the imposition of hands in_ this 
sacrament is always regarded as a Spirit that 


manifests itself externally in the charismata. 


3 Rahner, The Church,83. 
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Confirmation is the obligation of an apostolic 


mission into the world itself. !* 


2.2.5. Penance 


Penance is the sacrament of reassuring of the life in 
Christ. According to Rahner the priest is the 
authorized spokesman of the Church, and of the 
penitent human being. Rahner find biblical base for 
demonstrating this authority of the priest from the 
words of the evangelist Matthew (Chapter 16 and 
18) where Jesus gives the authority of binding and 
losing to the apostles.!° Apart from this the mercy 
and love of God is manifested in the sacrament of 
Penance and by this the fundamental nature of the 


Church herself is manifested. 


2.2.6. Holy Order 


Holy Order is considered as an event that sanctifies 


an individual and apart from that this sacrament 


4 Rahner, The Church,92. 
'S Rahner, The Church,93. 
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guarantees the apostolic continuity. According to 


Rahner holiness is the hallmark of a priest.'° 


2.2.7. Matrimony 


Rahner quotes from St. Paul in order to begin this 
topic. St. Paul says (Eph.5) that marriage is and 
should be in a certain way an image and an echo of 
the love between Christ and the Church. It is a 
divine invitation to form a domestic Church. 


Therefore it grants grace. 


2.2.8. The Anointing of the Sick 


The ecclesiological aspect of extreme unction cannot 
be indicated so readily. According to Rahner the 
eschatological expectation is an essential component 
of the Church. Therefore the extreme unction cannot 


be seen as an only prayer which facilitates death. 


'© Now this holiness, necessary and present in the whole and 
required of the individual, as testimony to the truth of the faith 
that is preached, is only possible through grace. Rahner, The 
Church,105. 
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Apart from that it prepares each one of us for the 


next phase of life with Christ.!7 


Sy Conclusion 


The book entitled The Church and the Sacraments 
written by Karl Rahner is the best theological 
elucidation on the topic sacraments and the Church. 
It clarifies the doubts with regard to sacraments in 
the Catholic Church. This book gives a logical 
exposition towards the reason why Catholic Church 
considers the sacraments as the visible signs that 
impart the invisible grace of God. He presents the 
Church as the fundamental sacrament and source of 
all sacraments. Church is the sign that causes of 
grace because it is the sign and symbol of God’s 
presence among us. This approach enables Rahner to 


prove that the sacraments are instituted by Christ. 


'7 We are saved when we have forgotten ourselves on account 
of others. We are in blessedness when we have become those 
who, in the eternal kingdom of love, have found the Church of 
eternity, the beginning and promise of which is the Church 
who accomplishes her own life in the sacraments of Christ. 
Rahner, The Church,117. 
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He supports the Catholic Church to firm its stand 
against the protestant teachings on the validity of 


certain sacraments. 


This book opens a dialogical platform for the 


ecumenical discussion too. 


4. Appendix 


Karl Rahner!®: Karl Rahner SJ is a German priest 
and theologian. He is considered to be one of the 
most influential Roman Catholic theologians of the 
20th century. Rahner was born in Freiburg, a state of 
the German Empire on 5" March 1904 and he died 
in Innsbruck, Austria on 30" March 1984. The 
Second Vatican Council was much influenced by his 


theology and his understanding of Catholic faith. 
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